
To win culture, brands are learning to act like locals. 

As audiences retreat into passion-driven communities and AI makes marketing feel
increasingly homogeneous, cultural relevance is becoming a sharper differentiator than
reach. Axios reports that Sprite has built decades of hip-hop credibility by acting as a
platform for the genre rather than mining it for content, while Duolingo’s Japanese-
language anime series grew out of a real pattern the brand noticed among learners rather
than a bolted-on sponsorship. The throughline, per Axios, is that the strongest campaigns
sit at the intersection of brand truth and fan truth. 

SmartBrief pushes the idea further, arguing that brands should behave less like
advertisers and more like villagers: observing before acting and contributing before
promoting. Coach’s always-on storytelling platform, co-authored with Gen Z creatives
across art, fashion and film, and Chobani’s funding of grassroots soccer clubs both
illustrate how sustained participation builds credibility that no campaign budget can buy
on its own. Two converging forces are accelerating the shift: content-saturated audiences
are rewarding relevance over reach, and AI-generated sameness is making authentic,
community-grounded participation stand out more than ever. 

Bottom Line: The shift is from cultural marketing to cultural membership. Brands
that show up seeking attention will be ignored; brands that contribute will earn advocacy
and staying power.

Below are key themes that dominated corporate communications news in July 2026. 
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https://www.axios.com/2026/07/23/brand-campaign-culture-connection-communicators-ai
https://www.smartbrief.com/original/dont-just-be-a-brand-be-a-villager


Forbes argues that executive visibility is no longer optional,
as employees, customers and investors increasingly expect
direct access to leadership rather than filtered corporate
messaging. Yet the “CEO as influencer” model has a notable
holdout: Fortune reports that Apple’s incoming chief
executive, John Ternus, has almost no public digital footprint, in
sharp contrast to leaders like Marc Benioff, CEO of Salesforce,
who have embraced creator-style content. 

Across the coverage, one point holds steady: authenticity
outranks activity. The executives earning attention aren’t
posting the most; they’re sharing genuine perspective and
accountability in ways that feel human rather than scripted.
Even leaders who are personally skeptical of the always-on
expectations social platforms create increasingly find
themselves participating anyway, simply because
stakeholders now expect direct access to leadership rather
than messaging filtered through layers of corporate review. 

Bottom Line: The question is no longer whether CEOs
should act like influencers, but whether they can build trust
without visible engagement. A few leaders may still succeed
with a limited public profile, but the broader trend favors
consistent presence and credible storytelling. 

Apple’s next CEO is testing how far a leader can skip the spotlight. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/dougmelville/2026/07/08/is-visibility-the-new-credibility-for-c-suite-leaders-even-if-imperfect-its-honest/
https://fortune.com/2026/07/05/apple-ceo-succession-influencer-content-creator-future/


The language of sustainability is changing. Fortune’s
coverage of the Aspen Business & Society Summit finds chief
sustainability officers reframing climate work away from moral
obligation and toward capital allocation, risk management and
resilience, arguing that CSOs and CEOs need to speak the same
financial language to get climate investment approved. 

Importantly, the business case hasn’t weakened. Energy security
concerns, supply chain disruption and AI’s growing
infrastructure demands are strengthening the rationale for
climate-related investment, even as the labels attached to it
change. 

Bottom Line: The shift is from doing good to doing smart.
Organizations that frame sustainability as a lever for resilience
and competitiveness, rather than a moral talking point, will be
better positioned to win investment and stakeholder confidence.​

Sustainability officers are learning to speak the CFO’s language. 
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Gap Inc. is betting its best advocates already work there.  

The creator economy is moving past celebrity talent. As
Retail Dive reports, Gap Inc. has opened its creator
affiliate program to its own corporate, store and
distribution employees, betting that the people who
know its brands best can be its most credible
advocates. The program builds on a public-facing
version that has already generated tens of thousands of
posts reaching well over a hundred million people. 

This tracks with what HAVAS Red has been tracking on
creators as discovery engines: as algorithms
increasingly reward authenticity over audience size,
proximity to the brand is becoming more valuable than
follower count. It’s part of a broader pattern in which
trust is attaching to individual people rather than
institutions, and brands are responding by elevating
employees, subject matter experts and everyday
customers whose content feels more credible than
highly produced corporate campaigns. 

Bottom Line: Brands that empower employees
and everyday customers to tell their stories will
out-credibility those relying solely on traditional
influencer partnerships. 

https://www.retaildive.com/news/gap-inc-opens-creator-influencer-program-staff-employees/826238/
https://havasredgroup.com/beyond-influence-creators-as-discovery-engines/


AI search is rewriting how brand reputation gets built. 

AI is changing how brands get found. Fast Company argues that as search evolves from
rankings to recommendations, visibility depends less on what a brand publishes and more on
what the wider information ecosystem — reviews, earned media, analyst commentary,
community discussion — says about it. AI platforms tend to favor independent editorial
coverage over brand-owned content, which elevates the strategic value of earned media. 

This also reframes generative engine optimization as more than a visibility discipline. Every AI
query is a window into how consumers frame problems and compare solutions, turning AI-
mediated discovery into a live source of market intelligence. Brands with the strongest SEO
rankings aren’t necessarily the ones AI recommends; the ones that show up consistently are
those with verified, credible presence across the trusted third-party sources AI engines are
trained to weigh. 

Bottom Line: The AI era is collapsing the boundary between reputation, visibility and
demand generation. Brands that build credible third-party validation and treat GEO as an
intelligence function, not just an optimization exercise, will be the ones AI recommends and
consumers discover. 

https://www.fastcompany.com/91577614/stay-visible-in-the-era-of-ai-search
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